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in the bins or in the yard. At such times as these it's a
for nothing. Take my father-in-law, for instance. All hi
life he strained his throat, he made money, he sweated th
blood out of himself and out of others, and what is left o
it all ? Only charred stumps in the yard."
" That's just what I was thinking, lad/7 the old maj
agreed, suppressing a sigh.
He made no further attempt to talk about the farm
Only, just after noonday, noticing that Gregor was taking
extra pains over fixing up the gate to the threshing floor
he said in a chagrined and openly bitter tone.
" Just do it anyhow 1 What are you taking all tha
trouble for? It hasn't got to stand for a lifetime/'
Evidently, only now was the old man realising all the
futility of his efforts to organise his life along the old lines
Just before sunset Gregor stopped work and went intc
the house. Natalia was alone in the best room. She hac
dressed herself up as though for a holiday. Her blue wooller
skirt and dove-blue poplin jacket with embroidery at the
breast and with lace cuffs fitted her neatly. Her face was
tenderly rosy, and shone a little after a recent wash with
soap. She was looking for something in the chest, but
when she saw Gregor she dropped the lid and straightened
up with a smile.
Gregor sat down on the chest, and said:
" Sit down for a while, for I'm off to-morrow and we
shan't have had any talk together/'
She humbly sat down at his side, looking at him sidelong
with eyes a little startled. But he unexpectedly took her
hand and said in a caressing tone :
" But you're as smooth as if you'd never been ill/*
" I've got over it. ... We women have as many lives as
a cat/' she said, timidly smiling and bowing her head.
Gregor noticed the tenderly rosy, fluffy lobe of her ear
and the yellowish skin at the nape through the strands of
her hair, and asked :
" Is your hair falling out ? "
" It's almost all out. I'm moulting all over, I shall be
bald soon/*
" Let me shave your head? " he suggested suddenly.
" What! " she exclaimed in alarm, " But then what will
I look like ? "